By RAIU CHEBIUM
GANNETT NEWS SERVICE

TRENTON — As Congress be-
gins work io renew the federal
farm bill, New Jersey Agricul-
ture Secretary Charles Kuperus
is-adding the siate’s voice to the
debate.

He’s working with his coun-
terparis from other Northeast

-ern states to ensure Congress
provides more help to siafes

like New Jersey, where agricul-

ture isn’t the biggest economic
contribator.

The state recently allowed
local farmers to supply produce
fo 666 food paniries and soup

_kitchens in New Jersey. New

Jersey also is encouraging

schools to
use loeal
products to
stoek up
vending ma-
chines and a
la e¢arte
lines at cafe-
terias.
Addition-
ally, the

‘state spends
Kuperus $1 million to

market
“Jersey Fresh” produce and
“Jersey Seafood.”

Kuperus discussed the state’s
agricultuire industry and his
whbying efforts in a recent in-
erview.

3. Describe New Jerseys agri-
ultural industry and the form-
elated issues the state faces.

.. We are the most densely
opulated state in the couniry.

Je are in the front Hnes of

robably every issue -- land
se planning, sustaining our ag-
iculture, and preserving our
indscape and natural re-
yurces. New Jersey is 48 mil
on acres big, (approximately)
130,000 of those 4.8 million acres

are in active agriculture. We.

are out there in the marketplace

Garden State farm facts

Though farming isn't its biggest industry, New Jersey is an important
player in the natlon 's agriculture.
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with significant product, even
with onr smaller geography.

We're called the Garden State

for a reason.

Q. How mugk isif for New Jer-
sey furmers to compete against
big growers in the Midwest and
the South? )

A. Our farmers have 2 hard
time competing in a commodity
marketplace, so they have io
have some specialty. You can’t
grow biueberries everywhere.
You can’t grow cranberries ev-
erywhere. Peaches need a cer-
tain climaie. I¥'s péople that
manage the landscape that are
$0 critical to us. That's why we
are so engaged in this national
discussion. We can preserve the
farmland. Out of the 800,000
acres, we've preserved 157,600
acres so far,

&. How is farming different in
the Garder: State compared with
the form belt states? .

A. Com,. ‘soybeans, they are
big crops. We can’t do without
them, most certainly. But there
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are guys in New Jersey that
milk sheep and make cheese.
We have clammers, aguacul-.
ture: They're an imporfant part
of our agriculbire. Whether
they’re growing native plants or
plants for wildlife restoration,
there’s all kinds of things that
are happening on the ground
level thati really are part of that
overall mix, A diverse agricul
ture is important to our couniry
and our state. '

Q. What can people do fo

promote New Jersey agriculture?

A, When you buy 2z “Jersey
Fresh” branded produet, or
“Jersey Seafood,” (the product
is) coming from family farms.
These are people thai have z
long history — a heritage — in
our state. There’s a move robust
flavor - than something from
some other parts of the world.

" }’s the taste experience. People

are more conscious of where

‘their produce comes from. Peo-

pie are measuring their earbon
footprint now. That's something
we haven't had in the recent

past. They want to buy regmn-
ally and seasonally. S H
Q. You've talked about innova-
tive farming. Can you provide
some examples?

A. Organic farming. We. see a
wonderful trend there. The
(state Agriculiure) deparbment
is now accredited to certify
farms as organic. It's only 2,200
acres right now in organic pro-
duction. But we can see a three-
year transitional -window.
There’s .a loi of land -in that
three-year iransitional window
(to go from conventionally to or-
ganically farmed). We know
that that number’s going to go
up. o )

Q. Should Congress reduce sub-
sidy payments elsetshere and di-
vert them to New Jersey?

A. About I percent of subsidy
doBars flow to New Jersey. Our
argument is not that we need to
have more than (someone else).
We're just as important as other
regions of the couniry. Do ‘we
need to develop new agricui-
tural opportunities for our pro-
ducers? Absolutely. So there are
economic development pro-
grams that need to be nested In .

“and threaded throughout the

farm bill. A lot of things won’t
change overnight. We're reas-
sembling our priorities. We
want to preserve our farmland,
we want o keep a viable, thriv-
ing agriculture, and we want
welcome new people into agn-
culture.

Contact Raju Chebium at
rchebium@gns. ganneti.com

'ON THE WEB: Visit our Web ..

site, www.app.com, and click
on this story for a link to the |
New Jersey Department of
Agncultnre
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